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Recent developments in community care policy 




















    	
  	  
   	
 	
 	










  	 	 	     
 	

   	


























#  # 	#   #	 	
	   !	  #	- 	
 		  
    / 	







 "  	
 #	 
.	 	+'   	 
 	














 	  		'	  
	
		 	





































 	   	
 ?II
 	
 			 # 	 	



















 >  !	 		 	 
  	
  	





@> 9  #'  	
 	
 






	   	
	   , "'  ?IIF IFL  

 # 	 	 	 






























 	  	
  	  	








  #  # 	
 	
 	 























 	  	
























	' #	 #	 	  
4












  	 	
 		 * 	  	
 4 4+




# . 	 	 	




























4 4      #   # 
  	 	
 	
 	  	















     	
  	
	 =  
	' 	 			 
 	
 	   	
 	

#  #>  
















	 	  	   	
	 	
	
 4 4  
























	    	






 	  	 	 	  #  
 
	
	    	
 	    	









   	 	




 #+  	' 
	
 #	' #	  
	
	>/ 













User involvement  

*	
 		  	













































  	 	








 ##  	 	




















   

  	

































# 	    #  ' 	
 	
  	
 =4	   ' 	 B'  A' 8
4	 4 !	 0	 ' )	 ?III>' 	 	
 	 	
	




   	









Needs, rights and the independent living movement 
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Legislative basis of community care services 

 








=   ?III' 	 B>  
     
	   	 
	  	
	   
 	   























 	 # 	  	
 	











 	   	 .	+   	 
	 		 	
' .
#  	 	
 	
	+	+
=   ?III' J>  
  	
	  	 	








  	  .+  	  	  	























   	
 (
 	   	  .#+ 






	 	     	
	 	 	
 	 	  

     
 




 "	 	  	
 ( 4#	 
9 5
	'   	
 9 5
	 *	 =?IIF>B 	 #	
.
   			+  	 .	 #	   +
   	 
    	
	 
	  =9 B' : B' 	 B> *	
 	
 9 5
	 *	  
# 	 	   	 
#	













 #  




 	  












!# 3 	 
 	







 		  .  +  '   	

!		
 ("	#  	

















  	# 





	      	     1
' 	
 ("	#  	
	 	 ' 































   
#  	
 
	 	  	 5	  
	
 
Policy on complaints 

The social work complaints procedure 
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Figure 2 First-level complaints and second-tier reviews of health and social care in 
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Comparison between Duncairn and Kinraddie  
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Figure 4a Initial stages of complaints procedure – Duncairn 
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Figure 4b Initial stages of complaints procedure - Kinraddie 
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Characteristics of individual complainants 
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Table 4a Type of complainant  
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Table 4b Gender of person making the complaint  
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Table 4c Service users and relatives – gender breakdown  
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Table 4d Age of person making the complaint 
 $ <  	
=PJ>
L		
0J  ? ? J
J%JI    @
A%AI J ? A ?
B%BI J @ I F
@%@I  J B ?@
# @ B ?? JA

Table 4e Age of ‘service user’  
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Table 4g Impairment of ‘service user’ 
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Table 5a Adler’s composite categories of grievances  
‘Composite’ Categories Examples 
C1 ‘Decision wrong or unreasonable’ decisions perceived to be wrong or unfair; 
decisions involving discrimination; 
decisions that involve imposition of 
unreasonable conditions; 
refusal to accept liability. 
C2 ‘Administrative errors’ records lost or misplaced; 
no record of information received. 
C3 ‘Unacceptable treatment by staff’ staff rude and unhelpful; 
staff incompetent or unreliable; 
presumption of ‘guilt’ by staff; 
threatening or intimidating behaviour by staff; 
staff did not acknowledge mistake or offer 
apology. 
C4 ‘Unacceptable delays’ delays in making appointments; 
delays in making decisions; 
delays in providing services. 
C5 ‘Information and communication 
problems’ 
lack of information; 
conflicting or confusing information; 
poor communication; 
objections ignored by staff; 
lack of privacy. 
C6 ‘Benefit/service unavailable or 
deficient in quality or quantity or too 
expensive’ 
benefit/service withdrawn (either for everyone 
or for some people); 
benefit/service not available (either for 
everyone or for some people); 
benefit/service deficient in quantity or quality. 
C7 ‘General objections to policy’ policy unacceptable. 
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(Complaints officer, Kinraddie) 
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So it was a real muddle and it wasn’t about the [money]. That wasn’t what I 
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Table 5d Types of complaint by complainant  
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Figure 6a What should happen when people complain 
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Table 6a Point at which people left the procedure, by complaint outcome 





CRC Ombudsman  TOTAL 
Outcome       
Upheld 8 6 0 1 15 
Don’t know but 
problem resolved 
anyway 
5 2 0 0 7 
Total fully upheld 
or resolved 
13 8 0 1 22 
      




4 2 0 0 6 
Not upheld 2 1 2 0 5 
Total not fully 
upheld  
7 4 2 1 14 
      
TOTAL 20 12 2 2 36 
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Not knowing what had happened 
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 Complainants in this chapter are identified by code numbers rather than pseudonyms. 
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What happens at the complaints review committee? 
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Further again: complaining to the Ombudsman 
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 In focus groups one and two there was a ‘facilitator’ (see chapter three).  
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To provide satisfaction to 
the consumer.  
To enable the consumer’s 
‘voice’ to be heard. 
 
Not independent. 
Close to service 
provision. 





To provide managerial 
information to inform future 
policy, staff management 




Close to service 
provision. 
Careful record 
keeping to enable 
information to be 
passed on. 
Legal Appeal to a 
court or 
tribunal. 
To ensure individual rights 




Reliant on the law. 
Bureaucratic Administrative 
review. 
To ensure systems are 
operating correctly and 
efficiently.  
Not independent. 
Reliant on rules. 
Professional Second opinion 
or complaint to 
a professional 
body.  
To ensure professional 







Figure 9a Models of justice and redress mechanisms 
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Implications for improving the  
community care complaints 
procedure 
Consumerist To provide 
satisfaction to the 
consumer.  
To enable the 
consumer’s 




Close to service 
provision. 
Focus on the 
users’ views. 
 
 Make the purpose clearer to both 
service users and staff. 
 Encourage more complaints as a 
means of increasing participation. 
 Redesign the procedure to focus on 
mediation/communication rather 
than dispute resolution. 
 Rename the procedure to emphasise 
participation rather than conflict. 
 










Close to service 
provision. 
Careful record 
keeping to enable 
information to be 
passed on. 
 
 Make the purpose clearer to both 
service users and staff. 
 Encourage more complaints as a 
means of improving management 
information. 
 Improve record keeping to ensure 
information is fed back to the 
appropriate level of management. 
 Provide information to 
complainants (and service users) on 
the effects of their complaints on 
wider service provision. 
 Rename the procedure to emphasise 
feedback rather than conflict. 
 
Legal To ensure 
individual rights 
to services and/or 





Reliant on the 
law. 
 
 Provide better information about the 
legal basis for service provision and 
any local priorities. 
 Provide initial decisions about 
services in writing. 
 Introduce more independence into 
the procedure. 
 Provide clear information regarding 
the outcomes of complaints and 
about the higher levels of the 
procedure. 
 Rename the procedure to emphasise 
its role as an appeal mechanism. 

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What happens to people’s complaints? 
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How effective is the complaints review committee? 
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What stops people from using the complaints procedure or from following it 
through to the end? 
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What does it mean to make a complaint?  
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How does a complaint differ from an ‘appeal’ or something that needs to be 
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Contribution made by this research 
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Dear Madam or Sir 
 
Research with people who have made complaints about community 
care services in Scotland 
 
I am a research student at Edinburgh University. I am carrying out 
research with people who have made complaints about community care 
services in Scotland. I am looking at three local council areas and at the 
moment I am interested in what happens in [local authority]. [local 
authority] Council Social Work Department has agreed to send out this 
letter to people who have used its complaints procedure in the last year 
or two.  
 
I would like to talk to you because you made a complaint about 
community care services. I want to find out what you thought about 
making a complaint and what happened when you complained. I hope 
that this research can help me find out what makes it easier or more 
difficult for people to do something if they are unhappy with a service 
they receive. The enclosed leaflet gives some more information about 
my research. 
 
I do hope that you will be able to take part in this research. It is most 
important that we understand more about people’s experiences of 
making complaints. If you would be willing to talk to me about your 










Appendix two – Information leaflet for complainants19  
 
University of Edinburgh 
 
Research with people who have made complaints about community 
care services in Scotland  
 
Questions and Answers 
 
What is this research about? 
I am carrying out this research for a PhD in Social Policy at Edinburgh University. 
My research is to find out how well complaints procedures work for people who use 
community care services.  
 
How did you get my name? 
[local authority]Council Social Work Department has sent these letters out to people 
who made complaints to them in the last year or so. The Social Work Department 
has not given me any names, addresses or other information about you. 
 
What happens if I don’t want to take part in this research? 
If you do not want to take part in this research, you do not have to do anything. I will 
not contact you.  
 
What happens if I do want to take part in this research? 
If you send back the form saying that you are willing to take part, I will contact you 
within the next few weeks to discuss further details and will give you more 
information. If you are still willing to take part, I will arrange to interview you to talk 
about your experiences 
 
What will happen next? 
I will arrange to interview you. The interview should take about an hour. During the 
interview I will ask you about the complaint that you made, why you complained and 
what you thought about the process of complaining.  
 
Can I have someone with me at the interview? 
Yes. If you wish, you can arrange for a friend or relative to be with you at the 
interview. 
 
Will the Council Social Work Department know that I am taking part in the 
research? 
No. I will not tell the Social Work Department who has taken part or tell them who 
said what. 
Continued overleaf 
                                                 
19
 wording of leaflet – actual leaflet was produced in large print as an A5 flier 
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Will anyone find out what I say in the interview? 
At the end of the research I will write a report. I will use the information that you and 
others give me about their experiences. I will probably use some quotes from what 
people have said. I will not use any names of people who took part and will make 
every effort to make sure that people cannot work out who said what.  
 
Will I find out what happens at the end of the research? 
I will send a summary of my research report to everyone who wants it.  
 
How can I find out more about this research? 
Please contact me if you have any questions. You can phone me on [….] or write to 





Appendix three – Initial consent form 
 
University of Edinburgh 
 
Research with people who have made complaints about community 
care services in Scotland 
 
If you are interested in taking part in this research and would be willing 
to be interviewed about your experience of making a complaint about 
community care services, please sign and return this form in the enclosed 
envelope.  
 
When you return the form I will contact you within the next few weeks 
to discuss what will happen next.  
 
If you have any questions or concerns about this research, please do not 
hesitate to contact me by letter or telephone […].  
 
I am interested in taking part in this research and am willing to be contacted 
by the researcher. I understand that the information collected by this 
research will be treated as confidential. I understand that I can change my 












Contact telephone number ________________________________________ 
 
Please return this form in the enclosed envelope to: [address] 
 
 359 
Appendix four - Interview topic guide – complainants 
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Appendix five - Interview topic guide – advocates 
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Details of what was complained about 
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Taking the complaint further 
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Appendix six - Interview consent form 
 
 
University of Edinburgh 
Research with people who have made complaints about community 
care services in Scotland 
 




I am willing to be interviewed about my experience of making a 
complaint about community care services.  
 
 I agree that some of the things I say can be included in a final report so long as my name is not used. 
 
 I understand that the information collected by this research will be in confidence.  
 
 I agree that the interview can be tape recorded  
 I understand that I can change my mind at any time if I no longer want to take part in this research  
 















Appendix seven - Interview topic guide - complaints officers 
and social work managers  
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Types of complaints 
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Focusing exercise  
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Focus groups – wording of prompt cards for focusing exercise (used in 
focus group one only) 
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Appendix nine - Information provided to focus group 
members 
 
Research on complaints procedures for community care 
 
What is this research about? 
I am carrying out this research for a PhD in Social Policy at Edinburgh 
University. My research is to find out how well complaints procedures 
work for people who use community care services. I am interested in 
finding out what happens when people make complaints and also in why 
people don’t make complaints. 
 
So far I have talked to people who have made complaints in two local 
authorities in Scotland. I would now like to talk to people who use 
community care services but who may not have made complaints. My 
purpose in coming to meet with your group would be to ask you about 
what happens when you are unhappy with some aspect of community 
care services, what you would do about it, whether you would use the 
complaints procedure, and if not, why not. 
 
Will anyone find out what I have said? 
Any information that you give me will be kept confidential. At the end 
of the research I will write a report. I will use the information that you 
and others give me about their experiences. I will probably use some 
quotes from what people have said. I will not use any names of people 
who took part and will make every effort to make sure that people cannot 
work out who said what. I do not want anyone to talk about personal 
experiences if they do not want to but I am interested in what you think.  
 
I hope that this research can help me find out what makes it easier or 
more difficult for people to do something if they are unhappy with a 
service they receive. I do hope that you will be able to take part in this 
research. It is most important that we understand more about people’s 
experiences of dealing with problems with community care services.  
 
How can I find out more about this research? 
Please contact me if you have any questions. You can phone me on […] 




Appendix ten - Report to complainants20 
                                                 
20
 Example of one report to complainants. Copy of report reduced in size to fit on page. 
Complaints about community care: interim report 
Jackie Gulland University of Edinburgh September 2005 
 
What is this report about? 
This report describes what I found out when I spoke to sixteen people who had made 
complaints about community care services in one local authority area in Scotland. I have 
not given full details of the complaints that people made, nor have I named the local 
authority. Instead I have described complaints in general terms. This has been done in 
order to protect people’s privacy.  
 
This study is the first stage of research which I am carrying out for a PhD in Social 
Policy at the University of Edinburgh. I plan to carry out more research, both in this area 
and in another local authority in Scotland. I hope this will allow me to find out more 
about what people think about the complaints procedure. It will take another year or so 
before this is finished. I will send a report to the councils involved in the research and 
also to the Scottish Executive. I hope that they will read what people said to me and that 
any future changes to the complaints procedure can take account of this. 
 
Contents      Page 
Who did I talk to?     1 
What did people complain about?   2 
Why did people make a formal complaint?  3 
What happened when people complained?  3 
What did people think about complaining?  4 
Taking things further     4 
How could the complaints procedure be improved? 5 
Conclusions      6 
Further information     6 
 
Who did I talk to? 
The social work department sent a letter from me to people who had made complaints in 
the previous eighteen months. Those who were willing to be interviewed sent me back a 
form saying that I could contact them. I spoke to most people in their own homes and I 
spoke to some people over the phone. 
Service users or relatives? 
I interviewed sixteen people who had made complaints. Of these, seven people were 
users of social work services, or people who had attempted to get social work services 
for themselves and nine were relatives of people who had used social work services. 
These are my initial findings, based on interviewing 16 people who had made 
complaints in one local authority. I still have more research to do and have quite a 
lot of work to do on analysing the information. Please do not pass on the 
information in this paper, without speaking to me first. 
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What sorts of disabilities? 
Eleven of the people that the complaint was about had physical disabilities (including 
older people), four had learning disabilities, two had mental health problems and three 
had dementia. Some people had more than one disability, which explains why the 
numbers add up to more than sixteen. 
Age range 
The age of complainants ranged from people in their early 20s to those who were over 
70. Half of the people who complained were over 60 and half were under 60.  
  
Men and women 
Nine of the sixteen complainants were women and seven were men. 
 
What sort of areas did people live in? 
Seven out of the sixteen complainants lived in areas which were considered to be more 
deprived than average (based on the Scottish Multiple Deprivation Index, which 
classifies areas according to average income levels, health problems, educational 
qualifications, housing quality and access to amenities). The others lived in less 
deprived areas. 
What did people complain about? 
People complained about a range of different services. The services people 
complained about are shown in the table below. 
 
Type of service      Number of complaints 
Home care       4 
Finance department      5 
Occupational therapy services     3 
Support services (eg day centres, transport, social workers) 4 
 
People complained about a range of different problems. The main types seemed to be: 
Staff attitudes: for example the way they had been spoken to by staff or the way 
they had been treated 
Financial issues: for example the financial assessment for residential care or 
charges for a particular service 
Not providing a service: for example when somebody had asked for a service 
provided by social work or an adaptation and had not got it  
Quality of services provided: for example if somebody was getting a service but 
they were unhappy with something about it, such as damage to belongings or 
unreliability of transport arrangements. 
 
The numbers of each type of complaint are shown in the table below. The total adds 
up to more than sixteen because some people complained about more than one thing, 
for example a problem with providing a service and the attitudes of staff. 
 
Type of complaint    Number of complaints 
Staff attitudes      2 
Financial issues      5 
Not providing a service     5 
Quality of services provided    5 
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  Why did people make a formal complaint? 
I asked people why they had made a formal complaint, rather than just talking to the local 
office or the person who provided the service. In most cases people had spoken or written to 
the local office already and had been unable to resolve their problem. However some 
complaints had been resolved at a fairly local level. 
Other reasons that people gave were: 
• they didn’t want to complain to the person who they saw as having caused the 
problem 
• they had been advised to take it further by the local office 
• a voluntary organisation or a councillor had advised them to make a formal 
complaint. 
 
How did people find out about how to complain? 
Some people were told about the complaints procedure by staff in the social work 
department or the council. Sometimes this information appeared to have been given quite 
reluctantly, although some people stressed that local offices had been particularly helpful in 
advising them about their rights. Others stressed the importance of getting information and 
support from voluntary organisations or councillors. 
However, quite a lot of people said that they had not particularly followed the complaints 
procedure. Instead they just knew what to do, either because they had been using social work 
services for a long time, or because they expected to be able to complain about something 
they were not happy about.  
 
What happened when people complained? 
 
What did people hope would happen when they complained? 
People’s hopes about what would happen obviously depended on what their complaint was 
about. For example, those who were complaining because they had not got a service, wanted 
to have the service provided. Those who complained about staff attitudes often wanted an 
apology or for a different person to provide services to them in future. People with financial 
complaints wanted to have invoices cancelled or to have their finances re-assessed. Quite a 
lot of people also said that they wanted some reassurance that the problem would not arise 
again and wanted to make sure that the social work department managers knew about the 
problem. They also hoped that this would help other people. 
 
What did happen? 
Some of the people who had complained were very happy with the outcome. Their problem 
had been sorted out and they were reassured that it would not happen again. This was the 
case with the people who had been experiencing problems with their home care 
arrangements and with some of the people who had been wanting a service to be provided. In 
the case of two people who had complained about financial issues (receiving bills for 
services which they did not feel they were liable for) the invoices had been cancelled and the 
problem solved. With some people the problem had been resolved but they were not certain 
that it had been as a result of their complaint. For example someone, who had wanted a 
change of social worker, had got a new social worker but thought that this would have 
happened anyway and that the complaint had been ignored. Another person got the services 
they were looking for but thought that it might have been because of other action they had 
taken rather than the complaint itself. 
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Taking things further 
Seven people were not happy with the result of what had happened when they complained. If 
somebody is unhappy with the outcome of their complaint, they can take the complaint 
further, by taking it to an independent complaints review committee and, if they are still 
unhappy, by complaining to the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman. I asked people whether 
they had considered doing this. 
Some people who were still unhappy with the result of their complaint had not taken their case 
to a complaints review committee. Their reasons for this included: that they did not know they 
could; that they did not think there was any point; or that the council was still dealing with the 
problem in some way. 
Complaints review committees 
Three of the people I spoke to had taken a complaint to a complaints review committee. A 
fourth had made a formal application to a complaints review committee but the complaint had 
been resolved before a hearing was held. Of those who attended the complaints review 
committee, two complaints had not been upheld. One person accepted the decision, the other 
was continuing to pursue the local authority in other ways to try and get the decision reversed. 
One complaint had been upheld by the complaints review committee but the local authority 
had apparently changed the decision after the hearing. The complainant had taken the case to 
the Ombudsman. Those who had been to the complaints review committee were quite 
sceptical about how useful it had been. They all felt that, although the committee was 
independent of the council, it was relied heavily on legal advice from the council legal 
adviser. They felt that this made it difficult for the committee to be unbiased in its decision 
making. 
Complaining to the Ombudsman 
One person had taken their complaint to the Ombudsman. The Ombudsman had upheld the 
complaint and the local authority had eventually apologised for the action complained about. 
Why did people not take complaints further? 
Not everybody was happy with the decision that they had received about their complaint, 
whether or not they had been to the complaints review committee. Three people, whose 
complaints related to financial issues, still considered that they were in dispute with the 
council and were refusing to pay bills sent by the council in the hope that this would lead 
either to some formal court action where they could have their case heard again or that the 
council would eventually give up pursuing them. Others were pursuing other approaches, such 
as contacting MPs, MSPs or local councillors, taking legal action, going to the press or getting 
involved in community activities that they hoped would change things in the long run. One 
complainant had given up complaining because the need for services had passed. 
What did people think about complaining? 
People’s opinions about the complaints procedure varied considerably, depending on what 
they had been complaining about and what happened to their complaint.  
Problems 
Some people pointed out problems they had found with the complaints procedure. Some 
opinions were: 
• The time it takes for a complaint to be resolved 
• The attitudes of some staff before the complaint was formally recognised 
• A feeling that the social work department will always stick up for its own staff and 
not take complaints seriously 
• The difficulty of complaining about services if it might have a negative effect on 
the person needing them 
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What did people think about complaining? continued 
• Some people hated the idea of ‘complaining’ and felt that they could only complain if 
their problem was very serious 
• That you shouldn’t have to make a formal complaint and that some of the problems 
could have been sorted out more quickly if they had just been listened to in the first 
place 
• Concern that the procedure was not always followed and it had taken several letters 
and phone calls before their complaint had been taken seriously 
• Lack of independence of the complaints review committee 
• Concern that the procedure described in the leaflet was not always followed. 
Good things 
Others wanted to stress what had gone well when they had complained, for example: 
• Being able to use the complaints procedure to show where the problems were and 
hoping that this would mean the social work department would do something about it 
• Pleased that their complaint had been acknowledged and something had happened as 
a result of it 
• Being treated with respect and having their complaint taken seriously 
• That the person responsible for dealing with complaints had been extremely helpful. 
Many people were impressed with the effort that this person had made to listen to 
their problem and the relative independence from the social work structures. In some 
cases it was only at this stage that they had properly understood their legal position. 
A lot of people said that they thought that other people would find it very difficult to 
complain. They thought that many service users would be worried about the effect it might 
have on the services they were getting, or that people were very accepting and didn’t like 
questioning the social work department. 
Many of the people I spoke to saw themselves as ‘fighters’ or people who would not be 
prepared to put up with injustice. They thought that other people would not be as confident as 
they were. Many people mentioned the fact that it is very time-consuming to follow a 
complaint through. Some mentioned the practical difficulties of making phone calls or writing 
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How did people think the complaints procedure could be improved? 
Some people thought that the complaints procedure was fine as it was. Others had strong 
feelings or ideas about how it could be improved. Some of the suggestions that people made 
were: 
• More publicity about the complaints procedure 
• Making sure people have enough information about their rights generally. Many 
people pointed out that they had found it a struggle to find out what they might be 
able to expect in the first place, before they could even think about complaining 
• Telling people that they have a right to complain right at the start, especially when 
they are turned down for a service or a decision is made about a financial issue 
• The social work department should admit sometimes that they are in the wrong 
and have made a mistake 
• Making sure that the procedures are actually followed 
• Having an independent procedure, not one run by the social work department. 
Conclusions 
The purpose of this research was not to find out whether or not this particular council was 
operating its complaints procedure well. I wanted to find out how people felt about making 
complaints and what would make it easier for them in more general terms. People’s 
experiences vary but a few things did seem clear: 
• People thought very carefully before making complaints. None of the people I spoke 
to seemed to have made their complaint lightly and many were quite concerned about 
whether it had been the right thing to do. 
• Information about how the complaints procedure works had not reached very many 
people. Although some had seen a leaflet or had been told how it worked, most people 
had complained because they ‘just knew what to do’. As a result of this, not everyone 
was clear about what might happen next or what rights they might have to take their 
complaint further. 
• Many people found making a complaint difficult and tiring. 
• Many people commented on the helpfulness of the person responsible for dealing with 
complaints and valued the independence of this person. 
• Most people hoped the social work department would learn from their complaint and 
they hoped that other people would be helped by this. 
It is important to remember that these views are from a small number of complainants. Many 
more people make complaints and may have different views. Many people may also decided 
not to complain about a problem and their views are not shown here.  
In the next stage of my research I hope to find out more about the views of people who have 
not complained. I hope that this report and my wider research project will help to make it 
easier for people to complain in the future. 
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 Copy of report reduced in size to fit on page 
Complaints about community care: 
Report on group discussions 
Jackie Gulland  
 
The University of Edinburgh     October 2006 
 
What is this report about? 
This report describes what I found out when I spoke to four groups of people about 
community care services in two local authorities in Scotland: two of the groups were older 
people who used community care services, one was a group of carers and one was a group 
of people with disabilities. I have not given full details of the groups or the names of the 
local authorities. This has been done in order to protect people’s privacy.  
This study is the second stage of research which I am carrying out for a PhD in Social 
Policy at the University of Edinburgh. During the first stage I interviewed 36 people who 
had made complaints about community care services in the same two local authorities. I 
also spoke to some social work staff and the complaints officers in the two local authorities. 
My final report will include an analysis of what all these people told me. It will take me 
another six months or so before this is finished.  
 
Contents      Page 
Who did I talk to?     1 
What did we talk about?    2 
Knowledge and information     2 
Attitudes to complaining    2 
Learning from complaints    2 
How could it be made easier for people to complain? 3 
Conclusions      4 
Further information     4 
 
Who did I talk to? 
The four groups that I met were all people who met regularly: the older people all used care 
services of some kind and met to discuss local services and feed information back to the 
local authority. The carers’ group was a support group for people who cared for people 
with disabilities. Most of the carers were older people themselves and cared for partners or 
parents. The disabled people met regularly to support each other and take up local issues. 
There were between five and eight people in each group. There were twenty two women 
and four men altogether. In the older people’s groups there was also a facilitator and a note 
taker present. I met for about an hour with each group. 
 
I still have more work to do on analysing the information. Please do not pass on the 





What did we talk about? 
 
With each of the groups, I explained first of all what my research was about and told 
them something about the first stage of my research. I told each group some of the 
things that people told me about making complaints. I then asked the groups to talk 
about any times that they had had problems with community care services or what 
they thought they would do if they had a problem. In each group people were very 
willing to talk: some people talked about problems they had experienced in the past 
and how they had dealt with them; some people had made complaints; others had not 
complained but had dealt with the problems in other ways. Some people, particularly 
in one of the older people’s groups, said that they had not had any problems and 
wanted to tell me how good their services were. 
 
The rest of this report describes some of the things that people said.  
 
Knowledge and information   
In all four groups, people told me that they did not know very much about how the 
complaints procedures worked. Although some people had made complaints in the 
past, most people did not know who they should complain to or what would happen to 
their complaint. Many people, however, said that if they did have a problem they 
would be able to take it up with someone, either with a local manager or at a higher 
level. 
 
Many people pointed out that it was difficult to complain about community care 
services if you didn’t know what you might be entitled to in the first place. They also 
talked about this problem in relation to other services such as health and pensions. The 
important point that they wanted to make was that people need information about 
services so that they can ask for what they need and so that they can challenge 
decisions they are unhappy with. One group also wanted to know more about how 
decisions were made. They felt that some people got services while others didn’t and 
it wasn’t clear why this was. 
 
One group was concerned about information for visually impaired people. They said 
that too much information was provided in writing and it was difficult for people with 
visual impairments to get information. 
 
Some people thought it would be easier if they were given more information about 
possible services and also more information about how to complain if they needed to. 
 
Attitudes to complaining 
Some people were worried about the idea of complaining. They felt that it might seem 
rude or that it might make it look as if they were being difficult. Others said they 
would not be worried about complaining as it is important to complain if something is 
going wrong. Some people were concerned that complaining might have a negative 
effect on the services they or their relatives received. Some people said that they didn’t 






  Attitudes to complaining continued 
There was some discussion in the groups about who was the best person to complain to. 
Some people felt that you should always take a problem up with the most local person first, 
for example a home help or home care organiser. Others didn’t think that this would work 
and said that you should go straight to someone more senior. 
 
A couple of  groups were quite cynical about whether complaining would make any 
difference as they felt that quite often the council would always support its own staff and 
make excuses for why things were not being done properly. 
 
There was also a discussion in a couple of the groups about what people could do if their 
problem was a more general one, affecting lots of people. Most people thought that 
complaining would not be of much use in these cases and that it would be better to get 
together with other people to let the council know their views. However, they also thought 
this would be difficult to do. One group said that they would contact their local councillor 
and this would be the most effective thing to do. 
Some people, particularly those in the carers’ group, said that it was difficult to complain 
when they were caught up in the day-to-day business of looking after a relative. They said 
they would just be too exhausted to start taking up a complaint. 
 
Learning from complaints 
I asked the groups if they thought the local authority should use the information it receives 
from complaints to improve services. Most people didn’t think that this would happen. An 
individual problem might get sorted out but it wouldn’t necessarily mean that the local 
authority would learn from it. 
 
How could it be made easier for people to complain? 
In each of the groups we talked about how it could be made easier for people to complain. 
Some of the suggestions that people made were: 
• More publicity about the complaints procedure 
• Making sure people have enough information about their rights generally. Many 
people pointed out that they had found it a struggle to find out what they might be 
able to expect in the first place, before they could even think about complaining. 
• Telling people that they have a right to complain right at the start, especially when 
they are turned down for a service or a decision is made about a financial issue. 
• Providing advocacy services so that people can get help with making complaints 
• The social work department admitting sometimes that they are in the wrong and 
have made a mistake 
• Social work managers doing more to visit people and find out what actually happens 















The purpose of this research was not to find out whether or not particular councils were 
operating their community care services or their complaints procedures well. I wanted to find 
out how people felt about making complaints and what would make it easier for them in more 
general terms.  
 
Generally I found that people did not find the idea of complaining easy. There were many 
reasons why people would not make complaints. These ranged from not wanting to criticise 
services that were generally good to feeling that there would be no point in complaining 
because nothing would ever change. The main concern people had was that they felt they did 
not have enough information about what services should be available to them. They felt that if 
they had more information about what might be available, what standards they could expect, 
and who they should complain to, they would be happier about complaining if things went 
wrong.  
 
The people in the individual interviews who had made complaints said quite similar things: 
they had not found it easy to complain, they felt they did not know enough about what 
services should be available and many had found it time-consuming and tiring. Some people 
however had positive experiences and found the complaints procedure and the complaints 
officers helpful. Their problems had been dealt with and they hoped that the council would 
learn from these mistakes.  
 
What happens next? 
 
I still have some work to do analysing the information that people gave me. When I have done 
this I will write it up in a report for the University and for the councils involved. I hope that 
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